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Significant efforts have been made by medical centers, physicians, state and federal governments, and industry toward making these conflicts of interest (COI) more transparent. But have these efforts been successful in improving patients' awareness of such COI among their physicians? Do people even know that this information exists? The study conducted by Pham-Kanter et al. sought to find the answer to these questions. 2 The authors assessed the knowledge among the general U.S. population regarding their physicians' relationships with industry. The study found that patients commonly received care from physicians who had industry relationships; in fact, 65% saw physicians who had received industry payments within the previous 12 months. However, despite this high percentage, very few patients were aware that the information was publically available, or that their own physicians had such relationships. Not unexpectedly, patients with a higher level of education, those with significant diseases, and those who lived in states with public disclosure laws were more likely to be aware of their physicians' COI.
Importantly, the study employed an innovative methodology, using a nationally representative sample from a household survey panel. Previously published studies have most commonly used samples derived from one institution or at a more local level, or have focused on narrow diagnostic groups. The method used by Pham-Kanter and colleagues will allow us to compare future findings against these results, enabling policymakers and researchers to better determine whether improved transparency efforts are working.
This study is significant in that we now know that patients have very little awareness of COI among their physicians, and that more needs to be done to improve patients' knowledge and understanding. In particular, given that some patients were more knowledgeable than others, the study shows that certain categories of patients may need additional education or other intervention to facilitate their access to this important information. Future studies should focus on how to improve patients' knowledge and access to information, and these efforts can be initiated by the federal government, as the authors recommend, or by physicians and medical centers themselves.
